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DECONSTRUCTING VICTIM AND OFFENDER IDENTITIES 
IN DISCOURSES ON CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE: 
HIERARCHIES, BLAME AND THE GOOD/EVIL DIALECTIC 
 
 
Anne-Marie McAlinden

  
Contemporary social and political constructions of victimhood and offending behaviour lie at the 
heart of regulatory policies on child sexual abuse. Legislation is named after specific child victims of 
high profile cases, and a burgeoning range of pre-emptive measures are enacted to protect an 
amorphous class of ‘all potential victims’ from the risk sex offenders are seen as posing. Such policies 
are also heavily premised on the omnipresent predatory stranger. These constructed identities, 
however, are at odds with the actual identities of victims and offenders of such crimes. Drawing on a 
range of literatures, the core task of this article is to confront some of the complexities and tensions 
surrounding constructions of the victim/offender dyad within the specific context of sexual offending 
against children. In particular, the article argues that discourses on ‘blame’ – and the polarised 
notions of ‘innocence’ and ‘guilt’ – inform respective hierarchies of victimhood and offending 
concerning ‘legitimate’ victim and offender status. Based on these insights, the article argues for the 
need to move beyond such monochromatic understandings of victims and offenders of sexual crime 
and to reframe the politics of risk accordingly.  
  
Key Words: Victims, Offenders, Hierarchies, Blame, Good/Evil, Sexual Crime, Risk  
 
Introduction 
In less than half a century, victims of crime have gone from being ‘the forgotten actor’ 
(Zedner, 2002: 419; see also Mawby and Walklate, 1994) of criminal justice policy to being 
the mainstay of political discourses on ‘law and order’ (Elias, 1993; Dubber, 2006). Victim-
centric discourses have underpinned the contemporary regulatory regime with the co-optation 
of the crime victim providing ‘an all-purpose justification for measures of penal repression’ 
(Garland, 2001: 143) and a whole industry of ‘offender-focused corrections’ (McEvoy and 
McConnachie, 2012: 530, citing Rock, 1998).  Other scholars have explored what has been 
termed ‘the politics of victimhood’ (Bouris, 2007: 10) within the context of peace making or 
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transitional justice (McEvoy and McConnachie, 2012). This article extends this discussion by 
examining the construction and reproduction of victimhood, as well as offending behaviour, 
within the context of risk-centric discourses concerning sex offending against children.   
 
Legislative campaigns to enact more punitive measures against sex offenders are often named 
after specific child victims (McAlinden, 2012a). Measures such as ‘Megan’s Law’ or 
‘Jessica’s Law’ in the United States or ‘Sarah’s Law’ in the United Kingdom call for 
community notification and other restrictive measures on the movements of sex offenders. 
These ‘memorial laws’ (Valier, 2005) are used rhetorically to ‘lever up punitiveness’ 
(Zedner, 2002: 447) and contribute to the ‘emotionalization’ of discourses on crime and 
justice (De Haan and Loader, 2002; Karstedt, 2002). This process of law making results in 
what Tilly (2008: 33) has referred to as a ‘double game’ of credit and blame which attaches 
to victims and offenders. The ‘politics of pity’ (Aradau, 2004, cited in Walkate, 2011: 189) 
which emerges legitimises the suffering of certain classes of victims through mandated policy 
intervention. This is juxtaposed with a ‘politics of vindictiveness’ (Young, 2003) in which a 
burgeoning range of retributive measures seek to fix blame on sexual perpetrators and punish 
them appropriately.  
 
There are also concomitant claims of the need for protection of an undifferentiated and 
abstract class of generic or potential victims as ‘vulnerable citizens’ (Ramsay, 2010).  
Regulatory policies on sexual crime have been one of the primary targets of ‘precautionary 
logic’ (Ericson, 2007) underpinning reactionary risk-averse policies to crime or other threats 
to social order (Crawford, 2003; Loader and Walker, 2007).  Pre-emptive approaches to ‘risk’ 
seek to govern ‘worst case scenarios’ and prevent all possible manifestations of future harm 
to potential victims before they occur (Zedner, 2009).  Sex offenders against children are 
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singled out as meriting ‘extra-legal’ punishment because of the ubiquitous risk they are seen 
as presenting (Pratt, 2000).   This ‘differential justice’ (Weaver and McNeill, 2010: 274) has 
manifested itself in a policy of ‘radical prevention’ (Hebenton and Seddon, 2009: 2) with 
sexual offenders via preventive detention and restrictions placed on dangerous offenders in 
the community.  Key policy developments within the United Kingdom, for example, include 
multi-agency panels to assess and manage risk (Kemshall and Maguire, 2001) and a host of 
regulatory mechanisms such as notification
1
 and pre-employment vetting and barring 
(McAlinden, 2010).
2
 Most notably perhaps, the enactment of the offence of ‘meeting a child 
following sexual grooming etc’3 seeks to encapsulate potential ‘risk’ by criminalising the 
preparatory behaviour before actual abuse or harm occurs (McAlinden, 2012b).  
 
Donoghue (2013) and others have underlined the traditional dominance of polity in acting as 
primary definers of accepted knowledge and understanding of victimhood and vulnerability. 
In relation to sexual offending against children, however, this constitutes only part of the 
narrative.  Hierarchical understandings of what constitutes legitimate victim or offender 
status and the related juxtaposition of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ which attaches to the innocence or 
blameworthiness of individual victims and offenders appear to permeate both popular and 
official discourses on sexual crime.  What Walklate (2007) has called ‘imagined victims’, and 
by extension what could be deemed ‘imagined offenders’, can similarly be discerned in the 
institutional allocation of blame and in the process of ‘othering’ concerning sexual offending 
against children.  It is the institutionalisation of blame via scientific and legal processes of 
blame allocation which reproduces and reinforces the popular bifurcation of those deemed 
‘innocent’ and ‘blameworthy’, further legitimising punishment. 
                                                          
1
 Sexual Offences Act 2003, Part 2. 
2
 See the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 now scaled back under the Protection of Freedoms Act 
2012, Part V. 
3
 Sexual Offences Act 2003, s 15. 
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Punitive policy making discourses engage victims and offenders in a ‘zero-sum game’ 
(O’Malley, 2004: 323) where it is assumed that the rights of the former can only be upheld at 
the expense and exclusion of those of the latter (see also Garland, 2001; Dubber, 2006). As 
McEvoy and McConnachie (2012: 527, 530) note in the transitional justice context, victims’ 
rights or needs ‘become intrinsically linked to the punishment of perpetrators’ and ‘punishing 
the wicked [becomes] the most satisfying method of honouring the righteous victim.’ This 
also accords with Brewer’s (2010) notion of ‘public victimhood’ wherein certain dominant 
voices are utilised politically to spear head the neo-liberal agenda. In utilising ‘victims in the 
service of severity’ (Ashworth, 2000: 186), however, no attempt is made to delineate clearly 
who are victims of sexual crime?; what are their individual as well as collective interests, 
rights and needs?; and how do these relate to, or differ from, those of offenders?  There is an 
underlying assumption it seems, as O’Malley (2004: 323) has contended that ‘diverse 
configurations of risk can be collapsed into a single category.’ As others have argued in the 
context of debates on international sentencing, and access to justice and rights for victims, 
there is a need, however, ‘to progress beyond partisan ideology, rhetorical symbolism and the 
dynamics of retribution and vindictiveness’ (Henham, 2004: 27).  
 
Victims are often perceived as ‘the mirror’ or ‘binary opposite’ (Rock, 1998: 195; McEvoy 
and McConnachie, 2012: 527-28) of perpetrators of sexual crime.  What Rock (1998: 195) 
terms the ‘indissoluble dialectic’ is predicated on the young, ‘innocent’ and unsuspecting 
target who represents the ‘antithesis’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1973: 31, cited in Rock, 1998) of the 
older, adult, predatory male ‘monster’ who was previously unknown to them.  Indeed, while 
many of the scholars cited above (e.g. Ashworth, and Garland) have noted the symbolic 
instrumentalisation of victims in order to advance the neo-liberal agenda, not all victims or 
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offenders of sexual crime hold the same level of newsworthiness and interest for the media or 
politicians and some are more appealing than others.  Further, victim or offender status is not 
fixed but rather subject to change over time.  Thus, a potentially richer and much more 
interesting narrative emerges concerning the politics of victimhood and offenderhood than is 
traditionally suggested. 
 
The core task of this article is to confront some of these complexities and tensions 
surrounding constructions of the victim/offender dyad within the specific problem field of 
sexual offending against children.  In so doing, the article assumes a dual focus:  
constructions of blame and blamelessness concerning victims and offenders of child sexual 
abuse as well as the complexities concerning the victim/offender divide.  In relation to the 
former, it will be argued that there is a fundamental dissonance between much of the 
constructed identities of victims and offenders of such crimes and the actual identities of 
offenders and the lived experiences of victims.  Drawing on a range of literatures, including 
victimology, transitional justice, feminist criminology as well as sex offending specifically, 
the article argues in particular that discourses on ‘blame’ and the related oppositional notions 
of ‘innocence’/’good’ and ‘guilt’/’evil’ – shape and  inform respective hierarchies of 
victimhood and offending concerning ‘legitimate’ victim and offender status.  Such siloed 
versions of victimhood and offending behaviour may combine to form a ‘hierarchy of blame’ 
which cannot easily accommodate ‘deviant’ victims or ‘vulnerable’ offenders who lie in the 
middle ground between the polarities of accepted victim and offender status.  Indeed, in 
relation to the latter, the article also critically explores the ways in which victims and 
perpetrators of child sexual abuse are represented as a false dichotomy as they are not always 
easily identifiable as distinct, mutually exclusive or indeed fixed entities. Rather, given the 
fluidity of these categories in many instances, the article makes the case for overcoming these 
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artificial and monochromatic distinctions in order to develop more effective responses to 
sexual offending concerning children.   
 
In the sections which follow the article first examines these arguments in relation to victims, 
hierarchies and blame, and subsequently offenders, hierarchies and blame.  While there is an 
obvious element of overlap between them they are differentiated and unpacked here for the 
purposes of critical analysis. Finally, based on these insights, ultimately the article argues for 
the need to move beyond polarised binary constructions of victims and offenders and to 
reframe the politics of risk in order to meaningfully engage with the realities of victimhood 
and offending behaviour surrounding child sexual abuse. 
 
 
 
Victims, Hierarchies and Blame 
The generally older literature on victimology and more recent scholarship on transitional 
justice demonstrate that there is a ‘hierarchy of victimhood’ (Carrabine et al, 2004) and that 
‘“true” victim status demands innocence’ (McEvoy and McConnachie, 2012: 531-32). Within 
the context of sexual offending against children, this distinction between the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
victim (Madlingozi, 2007), or what Tilly (2008: 94) refers to as ‘the worthy sufferers and the 
unworthy remainder’, is perhaps even more pronounced.  As Walkate (2011) has shown, 
knowledge and understanding of victimhood and victimisation (generally referred to as the 
processes associated with becoming a victim) are firmly rooted in conceptions of 
vulnerability.  Within what Furedi (2013: 56) terms ‘the master-frame of victimisation’, the 
‘ideal’ (Christie, 1986: 18) or ‘imagined’ victim (Walkate, 2007) of child sexual abuse is 
based on perceived notions of children’s vulnerablility, innocence and their deserving of help 
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(Best, 1993).  The cultural power of the ideal child sexual abuse victim has become 
embedded in social and political understandings of children and their vulnerability in which 
‘the victimization of children is seen solely in terms of child abuse’ (Morgan and Zedner, 
1992: 5), and primarily child sexual abuse as narrowly conceived.  
 
Several writers have highlighted the ‘sacralisation’ of children (Zelizer, 1994) or the 
‘veneration of the innocence of childhood’ (Furedi, 2013: 45) as the bedrock of moral politics 
of late modernity.  The innocence of children has become the symbol of purity (Hacking, 
2003: 40) and an important moral conduit for the channelling of sentiments about right and 
wrong (Furedi, 2013: 44).  As a result, ‘risk anxiety’ (Scott et al, 1998: 689) about children 
and their perceived vulnerability are presented as defining features of contemporary 
childhood.  Extending this broad line of thinking and drawing on recent work by Sandra 
Walklate (2011: 180-84), I would posit that there are both inherent’ or ‘structural’  as well as 
‘experiential’ components which appear to underpin contemporary constructions of the 
vulnerability and innocence of children and the resultant hierarchy of victim legitimacy 
concerning child sexual abuse. 
 
First, age in particular is a key inherent attribute informing public and political 
conceptualisations of children’s victimhood and vulnerability.  Children are regarded as 
intrinsically vulnerable (Furedi, 2013: 42), and therefore entirely pure or ‘blameless’ simply 
by virtue of their age or status as children.  Age not only amplifies the power imbalance 
between the parties but serves to underline the wholesomeness of the victim and thereby the 
culpability and perverse nature of the offender.  As Tilly (2008: 95) contends in relation to 
offenders, ‘the younger the victim, the greater the blame.’ Such axiomatic age-related 
distinctions between the intrinsic innocence of victims and the guilt of offenders have also 
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become enshrined within the legal system (chiefly by virtue of the law on the age of consent) 
which acts as an ‘echo chamber for conversations about credit and blame’ (Tilly, 2008: 35).  
 
Second, there are also a number of structural variables related to assumed patterns of sexual 
victimisation among children. The child deemed ‘worthy’ or ‘deserving’ of the status of 
victim will have been abused by someone with whom they had no prior relationship.  By way 
of analogy with the literature on rape (e.g. Stewart et al, 1996; Temkin and Krahé, 2008), the 
‘real child abuse’ stereotype usually takes place in an outdoor setting, involves the use or 
threat of force by a stranger perpetrator, and an unsuspecting and passive victim in a one-off 
random assault.  These reductionist narratives concerning legitimate victimhood run counter 
to the available evidence in child sexual abuse cases in which the victim of aberrational extra-
familial abuse is privileged over the more vulnerable victim of intimate abuse who is abused 
repeatedly over a period of time.  Once more, social constructions of victimhood which 
delegitimize the experiences and subjugate the voices of many victims are also reflected in 
and reinforced by law.  For example, the ‘counting rules’ often categorise many instances of 
intra-familial abuse as sample counts which may be under-representative of the nature and 
scale of intra-familial abuse suffered by individual victims.  Further, there would also appear 
to be a gendered dimension to contemporary constructions of childhood sexual victimisation, 
suggesting high levels of victimisation among girls, which goes against the grain of research 
demonstrating patterns of victimisation among both boys and girls.
4
  
 
Indeed, who acquires the label of victim and how and when this occurs depends not only on 
the attributes of victims themselves but also on the reactions of others (Holstein and Miller, 
1990; Rock, 2002).  As Walklate (2011: 189) has argued, there is not only a hierarchy of 
                                                          
4
 For example, large scale research by Elliott et al (1995) demonstrated that 58% of sex offenders targeted girls; 
14% targeted boys; while the remaining 28% targeted both boys and girls.  See also Grubin (1998).  
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victim legitimacy but also a politics associated with this legitimacy. What Walklate terms 
‘experiential victimization’ (2011: 181) may be especially impactful in identifying or 
validating the status of children as child victims.  Particularly ‘innocent children’ become the 
catalyst of moral politics (Hunt, 2011: 61) via ‘moral panics and moral regulation’ (Hunt, 
2011).  Stereotypical cases involving children abused or murdered by predatory sex offenders 
become ‘signal crimes’ (Innes, 2004) in shaping public attitudes about victims and offenders 
and in precipitating legislative and policy change (Silverman and Wilson, 2002). The ‘Soham 
murders’ of school girls Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman by school caretaker Ian Huntley 
led to the Bichard Inquiry (2004) and reform of the law on pre-employment vetting and 
barring.
5
 Similarly, the kidnapping and murder of eight-year old Sarah Payne by Roy Whiting 
in July 2000 led to the News of the World’s ‘Name and Shame’ campaign which ultimately 
came to fruition with the introduction of ‘Sarah’s Law’, allowing parents or carers to check 
the background of those with unsupervised access to their children.  Notably, in both cases, 
the victims were young girls who were in a public space and engaged in the routine activities 
of childhood at the time of the offence (out for a walk, and playing in a field respectively) 
and the perpetrators were adult males with a history of sex offending.  As Jacobsson and 
Löfmarck (2008: 204-205) have contended ‘scandals provoke moral positioning’ and 
highlight a ‘moral order that is temporarily disrupted.’ The depiction of the loss of innocence 
in such cases ‘crystallized fears over the image of the predatory child sex offender’ (Greer, 
2007: 28). In this vein, the subsequent calls for increased surveillance and community control 
of sex offenders can be regarded as an attempt to restore the moral order.  
 
The deep-seated societal and political notions relating to children as ‘innocents’ are also 
reflected in the views and decision making processes of legal professionals including 
                                                          
5
 See note 2 above.  
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prosecutors and judges.  As has been argued in the transitional justice context (e.g. Bouris, 
2007), victims of sexual offences who are not without blame tend to lie outside of accepted 
notions of victimhood.  A broader literature has generally highlighted the traditionally 
aggressive stance of defence lawyers in cases of rape or sexual assault where victims who are 
not perceived as entirely respectable are blamed or seen as ‘asking for it’ (Temkin, 2000: 
229-36; Temkin and Krahé, 2008:41-48).  In a similar vein, those children who do not present 
as pure or ‘completely innocent’ (Von Hentig, 1948; Mendelsohn, 1956) are rendered 
undeserving of the label of victim and consequently denied the validity of their suffering and 
the full protection of the law.   
 
There are a number of useful case examples which demonstrate the highly moralised 
discourse of legal actors in relation to ‘the most guilty’ (Von Hentig, 1948; Mendelsohn, 
1956) of child victims of sexual crime.  In one case, an 18-year old offender originally 
sentenced for a sex attack on his nine-year old victim while babysitting her was freed on 
probation after the judge infamously branded the victim as ‘no angel.’6  More recently, nearly 
two decades later, the same kind of reproachful comments were made by a prosecutor and a 
judge about a child victim during mitigation in sentencing a 41-year old man for sexual 
offences against a 13-year old girl.  Both had labelled the girl as ‘predatory’ as the victim had 
approached the offender in the street and was invited back to his house on a subsequent 
occasion where the sexual offence took place.
7
 These cases highlight the institutional and 
cultural entrenchment of stereotypes surrounding the ‘ideal victim’ of ‘real child abuse’ – 
young, pure, passive and blameless – and their place at the top of the victim hierarchy.  They 
                                                          
6
 H. Mills, 'No angel' sex abuse case man jailed: Court of Appeal criticises judge for his unacceptable comment 
about girl, nine’, The Independent, 30 July 1993.  
7
 ‘Inquiries launched into “predatory” victim comments’, Channel 4 News, 7 August, 2013 
http://www.channel4.com/news/sex-abuse-victim-predator-court-paedophile-sentence. 
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also represent a useful example of ‘victim blaming’ and the circumstances in which blaming 
biases may occur.   
 
In such instances, the blameless-blame dichotomy which normally attaches to child victims 
and adult perpetrators would appear to be reversed as is the master status of 
victim/perpetrator.  This results in the ‘overresponsibility’ of victims and the 
‘underresponsibility’ of offenders (Lamb, 1996: 95). Children are instead condemned and 
held responsible as precipitators of their own victimisation (Wolfgang, 1958) thereby diluting 
the culpability and blameworthiness of the offender.  As Furedi has argued, ‘the intense 
moralisation of childhood is fuelled by the imperative to meet society’s need for clarity about 
the constitution of good and evil’ (2013: 45).  Such examples underline the tension between 
‘perceptions of children as “at risk” and as potentially threatening’ (Scott et al, 1998: 689) 
where children’s own behaviour would appear to threaten the moral order by transversing the 
innocent/guilt divide and fusing the hitherto sharp juxtaposition of good and evil.  They also 
reflect what Scott and colleagues (1998) have referred to as the ‘sexualisation of risk’ – the 
degree of public and political concern expressed whenever the sexual ‘innocence’ of children 
is thought to be endangered. 
 
Aside from the oppositional nature of the blaming process, the other interesting dimension of 
these discourses relates to the complexities of the victim/offender divide. Within the 
hierarchy of blame, the question of the innocence and blameworthiness of the victim also 
assumes the distinct and dichotomous nature of sexual victimisation and offending and the 
linear and one-dimensional relationships between victims and offenders. While criminal 
justice and transitional justice discourses are heavily premised on the designation of ‘victims’ 
or ‘perpetrators’ as ‘reified and distinct’ categories (McEvoy and McConnachie, 2012: 527, 
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citing Borer, 2003), such neat categorisations are not always possible.  In relation to sexual 
offending, the common depiction of victimhood as being synonymous with innocence and 
complete blamelessness does not always accord with the realities of lived experience 
(Aersten, 2011: 206), where the victim may themselves have engaged in sexually harmful 
behaviour or been complicit in facilitating further offending. It is axiomatic that in most 
instances of child sexual abuse the victim will be entirely blameless.  It is ‘deviant’ victims 
(Karmen, 1983), however, who may move between being a ‘victim’ and becoming a 
‘victimiser’ who present as ‘troublesome’ (McEvoy and McConnachie, 2013).   
 
While research shows that childhood sexual victimisation is a strong predictor of becoming 
an adult perpetrator of sexual offending
8
, not all victims progress to becoming offenders 
themselves. Nonetheless, there a range of useful examples which blur the boundaries between 
these core categories. Within the context of the internet and on-line sexual exploitation, 
children may be ‘groomed’ into procuring other children for offenders for the purposes of 
producing child pornography (O’Connell, 2003: 11; Palmer and Stacey, 2004: 23). As 
O’Connell (2003: 4) notes, in such instances, the child technically could be said to be both 
the producer and distributer of child pornography. When offending occurs on a mass or 
organised level such complexities concerning what I would term ‘a continuum of offending’ 
are even more manifest.  Research on historic institutional abuse highlights how some child 
victims report being abused by their peers as well as adult offenders where abuse has become 
part of the organisational culture (McAlinden, 2012b: 182). Similarly, ‘localised’ or ‘street 
grooming’, whereby young girls are recruited into ‘organised/networked sexual exploitation 
                                                          
8
 See e.g. Craissati et al’s (2002) who reported that almost half of those convicted of sexual offending against 
children had been abused as children. See also Hackett et al’s (2013) study of 700 young sexual abusers which 
reports similar percentages. 
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or trafficking’ (Barnardo’s, 2011: 6), may also involve young people ‘recruiting’ other 
children and young people into exploitative situations.  
 
For victims and offenders of sexual offences concerning children, however, the blame-
blameless dichotomy would appear to be couched in oversimplistic and absolute terms 
leaving no room for ‘degrees of blame.’ These forms of sexual offending concerning children 
are only beginning to feature on the policy agenda and have traditionally posed unique 
challenges for law enforcement in terms of victim credibility (Pearce, 2009; McAlinden, 
2012a: 213-21).  There are a number of factors which dilute the moral positioning and 
vulnerability of such victims as ‘sexual innocents’, placing them at the bottom of the victim 
hierarchy. These include in particular the fact that many victims of internet offending or 
‘street grooming’ are typically older children or adolescents (Finkelhor et al, 2000; CEOP, 
2011), who may have become involved in some sort of ‘relationship’ with their abusers, and 
who are perceived as having been in some way instrumental in their own abuse and that of 
others. While care needs to be taken to avoid what Lamb (1996: 8) refers to as ‘the 
overpurification of victims’, there is a need for a more nuanced appreciation of degrees of 
blame and in particular the tension between victim agency/responsibility and coercion (Hoyle 
et al, 2011) – an argument to which I shall return in the final section. 
 
Offenders, Hierarchies and Blame 
While the literature establishes that there is a ‘hierarchy of victimhood’ (Carrabine et al, 
2004), there is also a related ‘hierarchy of offending.’ The ‘ideal’ or archetypal offender who 
is placed at the top of the offending hierarchy is grounded in the parallel notions of evil, guilt 
and their deserving of contempt.  Within offender ideology ‘the paedophile symbolises the 
antithesis of the sacred child’ (Furedi, 2013: 40). While the legitimate or deserving victim of 
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child sexual abuse is predicated on the veneration of the sanctity of childhood, this is matched 
with ‘a universal loathing for the child abuser’ (Furedi, 2013: 45) and the visualisation of 
child sexual abuse as ‘the supreme evil of our age’ (Webster, 1998: 39). 
 
Narrowly framed identities of sex offenders against children have also assumed the mantle of 
cultural and political status in which the danger posed by male predatory paedophiles is 
conflated with the dangers posed by sex offenders as a whole and is deemed to be 
symptomatic of more generalised dangers to children.  Following on from the previous 
section, key inherent or structural attributes of contemporary constructions of sex offending 
identities are conversely related to their age, gender, and predatory nature – that is the older 
adult male who had no prior relationship with their victim.  In a parallel of Brewer’s (2010) 
notion of ‘public victimhood’, such factors could also be subsumed within what could be 
termed ‘public offenderhood’ – the dominant and public face of sexual offending is 
underpinned by a number of core inter-related processes, including the communal nature of 
the violence perpetrated; wrongdoing committed almost exclusively in public; and the 
repudiation of any form of offending behaviour which falls outside of these limits as a 
legitimate form of sexual offending.   
 
It is perhaps the notion of sex offenders as ‘outsiders’ (Becker, 1963) or ‘other’ (Garland, 
2001) which has become the defining characteristic of how and when civil society and polity 
define and label individuals as sex offenders.  The media propagate the ‘othering’ process by 
perpetuating the notion that sexual crime is committed by ‘fiends’, ‘beasts’ or ‘evil 
monsters’, as opposed to ‘ordinary’ men (Soothill and Walby, 1991; Kitzinger, 1999) and that 
such acts are ‘“random”, wanton and the intentional acts of evil folk’ (Stanko and Lee, 
2003:10).  Wardle (2007), for example, notes how media depictions of sex offenders are 
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often distorted by the deliberate choice of particular photographs, as well as captions.  She 
contends that such techniques are used ‘to make the “other” appear particularly immoral, 
bizarre, subhuman, and sexual’ (Wardle, 2007: 273). In particular, the ‘otherness’ of 
offenders is commonly juxtaposed with the ‘ordinariness’ of victims in order to affirm 
membership of these categories.   
 
Returning to the Soham or Sarah Payne cases as examples, the child victim is repeatedly 
depicted visually in their matching football shirts or school uniform which becomes ‘deeply 
embedded in the popular imagination’ (Greer, 2007: 31). These images become an iconic and 
resounding symbol of the loss of innocence and of the triumph of ‘evil’ over ‘good.’ As 
Wardle argues, the prevalence of such images helps to reinforce social boundaries between 
childhood and adulthood, as well as those between the law-abiding and the most deviant in 
society (Wardle, 2007: 280). The notion of sex offenders as ‘pure evil’ remains a powerful 
notion in advanced Western societies (Baumeiser, 1996, cited in Wardle, 2007).  While 
victims of child sexual abuse may be subject to ‘over purification’ (Lamb, 1996: 8), offenders 
are subject to an oppositional moralising discourse which is premised on the social 
acceptance of ‘evil’ as the explanation for such crimes. Such discourses, however, leave little 
room or tolerance for attempts to contextualise sexual offending (Wardle, 2007), to 
differentiate between levels and types of risks and fail to take account of ‘the humaneness of 
the perpetrator’ (van Roermund, 2001, cited in Henham, 2004: 50). 
 
As feminist commentators have contended, the casting of the sex offender as a sub-human 
and malevolent stranger helps to maintain the public-private divide and the dichotomy of 
‘normal’ and ‘deviant’ men by assuming a  ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and a minimalist version 
of sexualised risks to women and children (Cowburn and Dominelli, 2001; see also Newburn 
16 
 
and Stanko, 1994).  The generalized construction of the ‘paedophile’ as the dangerous male 
stranger ignores the family as a site of danger (Saraga, 2001) where women and children are 
much more vulnerable to abuse at the hands of men well known to them.
9
  However, the fact 
child sex offenders may be ‘of us’ rather than ‘other than us’ is a deeply unpalatable truth for 
society to countenance.  This is because it challenges, as Rock (1998: 185) puts it, our ‘moral 
identities’ and represents a complete mismatch with our ‘strong, antagonistic archetypes of 
victim and offender.’ It also undermines an idealized version of the sanctity of the family as 
the traditional sphere of safety and protection where the threat to children’s innocence is 
instead visualised ‘as coming from somewhere beyond the boundaries’ (Lynch, 2002: 560).   
 
The cultural power of the ‘othering’ has also shaped legal and policy discourses concerning 
sexual offending against children. Drawing on the work of the political and legal theorist 
Agamben, Spencer (2009) conceives of the sex offender as a ‘homo sacer’ – a non-citizen or 
bare life without normal citizenry rights and outside the protection of the law – to explain the 
violence and abjection of sex offenders in western societies.  The sex offender as homosacer 
embodies the opposite of that which is considered sacred because they have defiled the 
innocence of children and are therefore worthy of expulsion.  According to this view, while 
victims of sexual crime are ‘constituted as the subjects of democractic polity’, the sex 
offender is an aberration – a ‘completely depraved’ subject beyond redemption (Spencer, 
2009: 219-20; see also Simon, 1998).   
 
The recent regulatory measures enacted in the United Kingdom and elsewhere to restrict the 
movement and whereabouts of sex offenders in the community are broadly exclusionary in 
nature, based around incapacitation, targeted surveillance and situational crime control 
                                                          
9
 Research has established that approximately four-fifths of children and women are abused by those well 
known to them (See Grubin, 1998; Coleman et al, 2007).  
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(McAlinden, 2012a).  For example, the flavour and tenor of the Hansard debates during the 
passage of the Sexual Offence Act 2003 indicates a highly pathologized discourse concerning 
the need to protect children from ‘the wicked and appalling activities of predatory sexual 
offenders.’10  Moreover, there is also a discernible readiness to dispense with the rule of law 
in the name of the protection of innocence: 
Sex offenders have always found ways of gaining the trust and confidence of 
children.... Deceit is their stock in trade.... Liberty has raised the concern that 
restrictions will be placed on people displaying inappropriate sexual behaviour 
before an offence is committed.... but that has to be balanced by protecting the 
child before actual sexual activity takes place.’11   
 
Similarly, in her analysis of legislative Federal debates in the United States, Lynch (2002) 
discerns a moralising legislative and policy discourse which is bolstered with concerns about 
boundary vulnerabilities between the ‘pure’ and ‘dangerous’ social spheres.  The imagery 
projected from these debates is the fear of contamination from a malevolent, toxic 
supernaturally dangerous outsider ‘who creeps and seeps with an incredible knack for 
invading the pure space of his prey’ (Lynch, 2002: 545). Such policies are also heavily 
predicated on the notion that the risks posed to children reside largely in the public sphere 
where they can be readily directed and controlled.   
 
As Spencer (2009: 230) contends, in this context, the imposition of regulatory measures has a 
multi-purpose, serving as ‘both a punishment for the defilement of the sacred, for the sake of 
restoration of order, and the maintenance of the sacred.’ In what I would term ‘a politics of 
purification’, state sanctioned punishment sustains populist notions of the victim/offender 
divide by reinforcing the sanctity of childhood and the profanity of the offender. While in 
most senses this is symbolic only, this use of sovereign power finds its purest expression in 
the use of castration which both literally and symbolically becomes a purification ritual of the 
                                                          
10
 Sexual Offences Bill [HL]: Mr Dawson, Hansard, HL Debs, col 371 (14
th
 October 2003). 
11
 Sexual Offences Bill [HL]: Baroness Gould, Hansard, HL Debs, col 786 (13 February 2003). 
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nefarious sex offender (Spencer, 2009: 232). At the same time, the enactment of these laws 
brings a sense of reassurance to the community that by targeting a few iniquitous individuals 
and expunging them from society, evil has been contained and the sanctity of childhood and 
the family are thereby protected. As discussed below, the ‘individualising of responsibility’ 
(McEvoy and McConnachie, 2013) only on to predatory sex offenders, however, also allows 
society to obfuscate any culpability as ‘bystanders’ in failing to protect children. 
 
In this respect, a cursory analysis of the ongoing investigation into the crimes of the late 
Jimmy Savile and a string of other suspected sex offenders as part of Operation Yewtree 
provides some useful insights into the ‘othering process’ and the broader processes of blame 
allocation at the societal, political and institutional levels. Furedi (2013: 2) charts the ‘moral 
crusade’ surrounding Savile’s transformation from ‘celebrity-saint’ to the cultural exemplar 
of the personification of evil.  The public and political furore surrounding the Savile case and 
the unprecedented scale of his abuses served to sustain and reproduce ‘a narrative of evil’ 
(Furedi, 2013: 8) couched around social stereotypes about predatory sex offenders and 
vulnerable child victims.  However, it was Savile’s status and position within the BBC and 
his celebrity status within wider society which afforded him access to victims and insulated 
him from allegations of wrongdoing allowing his behaviour to go unchallenged for decades.  
As Girard (1989: 82, 87) has argued, part of the function of ‘scape-goating’ is to shift the 
blame to ‘others’ thereby absolving ‘us’ of any remnants of guilt or responsibility. The 
individualisation of ‘innocence’ and ‘blame’ as attached to particular victims and offenders is 
therefore also inextricably bound up with the broader processes of social, cultural, political 
and institutional denial (Cohen, 2001) about the complicity and culpability of such entities 
(society, popular culture, politics, and institutions) as ‘onlookers.’ 
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The predominance of the adult male stranger as the structuring principle of public and 
political discourses on child sexual abuse also ignores the gendered and age-related 
dimensions of sexual offending.  Cultural perceptions of the vulnerability and passivity of 
children and women, their assumed innocence and lack of agency, may negate public and 
professional concerns about their culpability as perpetrators of sexual offending concerning 
children (Hetherton, 1999; Denov, 2004).  Indeed, both of these groups are typically placed at 
the bottom of the offending hierarchy due principally to their cultural status as victims.  
Despite a growing academic interest in young sexual abusers (Erooga and Masson, 2006; 
Hackett et al, 2013) and female sexual offenders (Gannon et al, 2008; Ashfield et al, 2010) 
social, policy and broad professional awareness lags someway behind. There are, for 
example, fewer specialised treatment programmes for young or female abusers, despite the 
fact that women and children account for a growing proportion of those who offend against 
children.
12
  As noted above the prevalence and range of sexual exploitation and abuse by as 
well as among children and young people is an area of growing concern. This includes, for 
example, ‘cyber bullying’ (Koefed and Ringrose, 2011), ‘sexting’ (Ringrose et al, 2012), and 
‘peer-to-peer grooming’, both in on-line (Finkelhor et al, 2000) as well as face-to-face 
contexts (McAlinden, 2012b).   
 
Public perceptions of female sex offenders in particular are firmly linked to high profile cases 
involving serious sexual abuse or murder of children, including Myra Hindley as one of the 
Moors Murderers and most recently Vanessa George and the Little Ted’s Nursery case in 
2010.  Such cultural and gender bias, however, in terms of the perceived blamelessness of 
women would appear to subvert the innocence-blame bifurcation which typically attaches to 
                                                          
12
 Studies estimate that between one-quarter and one-third of all reported cases of child sexual abuse are 
committed by those under eighteen (Masson and Morrison, 1999).  The number of female offenders remains 
low, typically fewer than five per cent (Cortoni and Hanson, 2005), although anecdotal evidence would place 
this figure slightly higher.  
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child victims and adult perpetrators of sexual crime with serious consequences for child 
protection. That is, women may face less external inhibitors which may otherwise thwart 
their opportunity to offend (Finkelhor, 1984) because people do not question their 
motivations or behaviours (McAlinden, 2012b: 138).  Similarly, child victims may face 
enhanced obstacles to disclosing victimization by females because the social perception of 
safety surrounding women means that the child is less likely to be believed and conversely 
more likely to be blamed for making false accusations (McAlinden, 2012b: 138).  It therefore 
takes extreme forms of offending for women and children to transgress the normative 
boundaries attached to their age or gender and reach the top of the offending hierarchy.  This 
also helps to explain public vitriol and official condemnation following high profile cases of 
violent or sexual offending by children and women.  Such crimes are frequently denounced 
as ‘pure evil’ or as representing ‘the loss of innocence’ since they cannot otherwise be 
reconciled within the deep-seated hierarchies of innocence or blame.
13
 
 
Conclusion 
Bifurcated assumptions about blame in which ‘a firm line is traced between the victim and 
the offender, innocence and guilt, the good and the bad, us and them’ (Rock, 1998: 195) 
underpin much of what we say and do about sex offenders.  These oppositional conundrums 
have informed respective hierarchies of victimhood and offending and shaped populist 
discourses as well as official priorities concerning child sexual abuse. As Hood (2002:16) has 
argued in relation to governmentality more broadly, ‘the outcomes of “blame games” shape 
the “risk game”.’ The problem with wanting to see victims as completely pure and offenders 
                                                          
13
 See e.g. some of the newspaper headlines on the Bulger, Hindley and George cases: ‘The Bulger Murder: An 
Act of Unparalleled Evil’, The Independent, 25th November 1993 (citing Mr Justice Moorhead at the trial of 
10- year old Robert Venables and Jon Thompson for the murder of two-year old James Bulger); ‘Hindley: A 
Life of Evil’, London Evening Standard, 15th November 2002; ‘Vanessa George: One Joint ... The Price on 
Evil Paedo’s Head’, Daily Star, 17th December 2009.  
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as absolutely evil, however, is that few in either group actually fit these expectations (Lamb 
(1996: 88-89).  A key criticism of the ‘new penology’ (Feeley and Simon, 1992) is that it has 
produced ‘over simplistic accounts of the proliferation of risk as a largely homogeneous and 
unifying process’ (Donoghue, 2013: 805).  Rather, as Sparks (2001: 169 has contended, risk 
is a ‘mixed discourse’ encompassing ‘moral, emotive and political as well as calculative’ 
dimensions.  To date, however, moral and emotive aspects have dominated risk-centric 
discourses helping to sustain stereotypical images about victims and offenders.  The 
moralisation and emotionalisation of discourses on child sexual abuse has tended to impede 
measured discussion of sexual harm and policies that may actually reduce harm (Cowburn, 
2010: 233).  
 
This final section of the article takes up this challenge by arguing for the need to move 
beyond black and white perceptions of victims and offenders of child sexual abuse and to 
reframe the politics of risk accordingly. This ‘new’ discourse could be framed around what 
feminist commentators prefer as a ‘politics of safety’ (Stanko, 1990) incorporating strengths 
and needs based approaches for victims and offenders as well as risk management.  I would 
argue that such discourses must meaningfully consider and engage with the three principal 
constituencies affected by child sexual abuse: the victim, the offender and the community, 
and the complex interplay between them. This tripartite focus would take us beyond the 
victim/offender dichotomy which has been pivotal in shaping contemporary risk-based 
discourse concerning child sexual abuse. It would shift the emphasis from offender-orientated 
approaches to incorporate ‘victim-orientated’ (Donoghue, 2013: 806) as well as community-
orientated approaches to risk management. 
 
22 
 
The real rather than rhetorical interests of victims need to be put at the forefront of risk-based 
policies on child sexual abuse.  It has been demonstrated that the exercise of voice or agency 
on the part of victims has been achieved solely through the punishment of offenders (McEvoy 
and McConnachie, 2012: 527) and by attaching blame to perpetrators, regardless of the actual 
views of victims themselves (McEvoy and McConnachie, 2012: 530-31, citing Bullimer, 
2008). Within this broader context, there are three core assumptions underpinning 
contemporary victim-centric discourses which deny voice to victims. These relate to victim 
staticity, homogeneity, and passivity.  In relation to the first of these, a retrograde and 
stagnant snapshot of the victims is co-opted by the state and absorbed by the public wherein a 
‘frozen’ concept of victim is rooted in their pain and suffering and their resulting punitivity.14  
This stilted notion of victimhood and victim vulnerability, however, does not take account of 
victim resilience (Walklate, 2011: 184) and the fact that many survivors with counselling and 
support may recover and overcome the trauma of sexual victimisation.  In relation to the 
second element, current public discourses appear to assume that all victims of sexual crime 
would pursue or endorse retributive ends with offenders. Not all victims of sexual abuse, 
however, want to see the offender punished or vilified (Sauzier, 1989; Berliner and Conte, 
1995).  Many victims of intra-familial abuse in particular may wish to continue contact with 
the abuser and simply want the abuse to stop. As regards the third element, public and official 
understanding of victimhood concerning child sexual abuse is rooted in victim passivity as a 
key predicator of legitimate victim status.  This conception of ‘victim’, however, cannot 
accommodate ‘deviant’ child victims who may have been coerced into acquiescing to their 
own abuse and that of others.   
 
                                                          
14
 I am grateful to Professor Kieran McEvoy for making this point during presentation of an early draft of the 
paper at a brown bag staff seminar at Queen’s University Belfast (March 2013). 
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Addressing these elements involves front-loading risk management and developing more 
proactive responses to risks in which the victim’s voice and lived experience are made central 
to defining and responding to child sexual exploitation and abuse. As regards the first two 
elements outlined above, this could include, for example, a range of support services for 
vulnerable children and families, for victims and families affected by child sexual abuse, as 
well as programmes for the non-abusing family members in the case of intra-familial abuse. 
As discussed further below, it could also include a range of less punitive forms of justice such 
as restorative programmes with intimate violence and abuse (Mills, 2003; McAlinden, 2007).  
While critics have noted the latent element of ‘compulsory compassion’ (Acorn, 1995) within 
restorative justice in pressurising victims to feel sympathy or responsibility for offender 
shaming or reintegration, such concerns can be alleviated by operating schemes on a 
voluntary and carefully selected basis, by supporting victims and by adhering closely to 
restorative principles (McAlinden, 2007). Moreover, empowering victims also involves 
educating legal professionals (police, lawyers and judges), about the harmful effects of 
‘grooming’ as well as abuse (McAlinden, 2013b: 268-70) which may affect the victim’s own 
perception of their victimhood as well as how they present to others. 
  
In relation to offenders, exclusionary measures put in place to manage known sex offenders 
in the community reinforce the ‘us-them’ boundary.  In this sense, the sex offender is a 
‘double outsider’ – physically excluded from the community and also not seen as of the 
community (Spencer, 2009: 225).  As McEvoy and McConnachie (2013) have contended in 
the context of post-conflict societies, in affording victims voice and agency, there is also a 
need to acknowledge the rights and humanity of the ‘other.’ In naming child sexual abuse as 
‘evil’ we need to distinguish the perpetrator from the act (Lamb, 1996: 81-87) and recognise 
the wickedness of child sexual abuse rather than the abuser themselves. This also accords 
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with Braithwaite’s (1989: 100-01) notion of ‘reintegrative shaming’ wherein social 
condemnation is directed at the evil of the act rather than the evil of the person within a 
general context of social inclusion and reintegration.  
 
Government funded development of reintegrative measures such as circles of support and 
accountability, beyond the current ad hoc initiatives, should be considered as a means of 
managing offender risk, protecting potential victims and engaging the community in wider 
debates about sex offending (McAlinden, 2007). The ‘othering’ of sex offenders and the 
concentration of resources on known sex offenders minimises the risks to children from 
within both public and private settings where risk may remain unknown. As Cowburn and 
Dominelli (2001: 400, 404) have contended, the notion of ‘stranger danger’ calls for a 
scientific paradigm of risk assessment and management which promotes the false expectation 
that community safety can be achieved by ever more sophisticated risk management 
technologies.  Formally recognising the humanity of offenders as ‘of us’ rather than ‘other 
than us’ is vitally important, therefore, in making policy makers and society fully cognisant 
of a wider range of potential risks to children including those from women and children as 
well as those from within the family and home. 
 
Regarding the community, society’s stance as ‘onlookers’ (Lamb, 1996: 88-127) has helped 
to entrench cultural notions relating to legitimate victim and offender status. Inadvertently, 
these may in turn have facilitated further abuse by ensuring the silence of those victims who 
do not meet the ‘real child sexual abuse’ stereotype and by masking the activities of those 
who commit intimate abuse. As noted above, the perpetuation of punitive penal polices on 
sexual crime are simultaneously based on the belief of offender irredeemability and also help 
to foster such beliefs (Maruna and King, 2009).  Recent studies indicate, however, that the 
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public is not as punitive in its attitude towards criminality in general as is traditionally 
supposed (Roberts et al, 2012).  The community, therefore, may have a much larger role in 
promoting victim and offender resilience than they are afforded at present. Evidence from the 
evaluation of circles of support has also shown that the public can potentially play a highly 
significant and constructive role in facilitating offender redemption as well as victim safety 
(Wilson et al, 2010).  As happens in England and Wales, this model can be fashioned in 
tandem with state processes where the community itself assumes some responsibility for 
child protection and becomes part of a broader process of bottom-up as well as top-down 
day-to-day risk management. 
  
A true precautionary approach would balance offender-focused solutions with offence-
focused strategies by taking account of the vulnerability of victims as well as the harmful 
nature of sex offenders. A wider politics or culture of safety concerning ‘at-risk’ victims 
(Donoghue, 2013: 807) as well as ‘risky’ individuals (O’Malley, 2004: 318-9) would 
comprise mechanisms to address pro-offending behaviour as well as timely intervention with 
victims. It would also take account of the broader structural contexts in which abuse occurs 
and offer a means of proactively managing risk within intra-familial as well as extra-familial 
contexts primarily by encouraging a culture of openness and accountability concerning child 
sexual abuse.  To do otherwise, inevitably means not only increasing regulation and 
criminalisation, but that we remain fixated with unhelpful discourses on blame and 
judgmental words such as ‘good’ and ‘evil’ with negative consequences for society as well as 
sex offender management and child protection.  
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